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View approximately west along Warrenton-Astoria Highway (Harbor 
Road): east and north elevations of the Munson House. 


View southwest: east and north elevations of the Munson House. 
View south: north elevation of the Munson House. 

View southeast: north and west elevations of the Munson House. 
View east: west elevation of the Munson House. 

View northeast: west and south elevations of the Munson House. 
View west: east elevation of the Munson House. 

View west: east elevation of the Munson House. 


View northwest: east elevation of the Munson House showing surrounding 
area. 


View southwest: east elevation of the Munson House showing surrounding 
area. 


View south: landscape south of the Munson House. 
View south: landscape south of the Munson House. 
View west: landscape to west of the Munson House. 
View southeast: landscape to south of Munson House. 


View northeast from Munson House along Warrenton-Astoria Highway 
(Harbor Road) showing development in the vicinity. 


View east across from the Munson House along Warrenton-Astoria 
Highway (Harbor Road) showing development in the vicinity. 


(17) 


(18) 


(19) 


(20) 


View east from Munson House along Warrenton-Astoria Highway (Harbor 
Road) showing landscape and development in the vicinity. 


View northwest from Munson House along Warrenton-Astoria Highway 
(Harbor Road) showing development in the vicinity. 


View northwest across from Munson House along Warrenton-Astoria 
Highway (Harbor Road) showing development in the vicinity. 


View north from Munson House from Warrenton-Astoria Highway (Harbor 
Road) showing development in the vicinity. 
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CLARA MUNSON HOUSE 
858 SE HARBOR ROAD 
WARRENTON, OREGON 


CLARA CYNTHIA MUNSON 
Written by Mary L. Mason and provided by the Clatsop County Historical 
Society 


(NOTE: Mary L. Mason was a librarian for the Astoria Public Library for many 
years. She was responsible for helping to build the fine collection of books in its 
Astorians collection. Mary also wrote, “Letters from the Boelling Collection,” in the 
Winter 1981 issue of the Clatsop County Historical Society’s Cumtux.) 


Among Clatsop County’s noted women, Clara (Callie) Munson was the first 
woman mayor west of the Rockies, and Warrenton can claim her with pride. She 
was born in Oysterville, Washington, June 15, 1861. 


Her father, Joel Wilson Munson, was born December 25, 1818 in... New York. He 
came by ship to Oregon with a cousin and two friends in 1853, bringing also a 
violin. He worked at carpentry until he went to Oysterville in 1857. He married 
Sophia Kimball in 1859. 


Her mother, Sarah Sophia Kimball, was born in 1841 in La Porte, Indiana. She 
came with her family across the plains in 1847 to the Whitman Mission, where 
her father, Nathan, was killed at the same time as the Whitmans. Her mother 
married again, to John Jewett, and Sophia was brought up on Clatsop Plains. 
Clara had a brother, Fred, who was born in 1860. 


After the disastrous loss of an oyster crop due to an extreme low tide and a cold 
snap, Joel became keeper of Cape Disappointment lighthouse at the mouth of 
the Columbia River. It was later renamed Canby lighthouse. 


Here the family lived for twelve years. The first school Fred and Clara attended 
was the post school which was held at Fort Canby garrison for the children of the 
officers. In 1873 their parents hired a young girl from Portland, Luella Clay 
Carson, to be their governess. In 1875 Clara and Miss Carson decided to go to 
St. Helen’s Hall in Portland. Clara graduated in 1880. Fred attended old Pacific 
college in Forest Grove. 


Clara’s first teaching post was at Wallicut, near Ilwaco, Washington. Later she 
taught in Astoria, then Fort Stevens. 


OA.01Y 


Meanwhile, the family had moved to the Oregon side of the river, and her father 
became keeper at the Point Adams lighthouse and kept that post for nineteen 
years. During all of these years Joel played his violin for dances on both sides of 
the river. Clara was also musical, and taught music after her school teaching 
career was over. She said in her reminiscences that her father’s violin was a 
cherished item of their home. Never idle, she often helped her father in his duties 
at the lighthouse, which stood on the site of Battery Russell at Fort Stevens. 


Charles Moore states that she as never called anything by “Callie” by everyone. 
Callie and his mother, Eathel [sic] Abbey Moore, were friends. 


In 1908 she was elected school clerk and held that position for twenty-two years. 


A candidate on the Citizen's ticket in the mayoral election in 1912, she received 
sixteen more votes than her opponent. Thus, she became, on the coming of 
women’s suffrage, the first woman mayor in the West. This attracted a lot of 
attention nationally. Many reporters came to Warrenton, and there were many 
magazine and newspaper articles written. She served two years. 


Clara was appointed postmisstress in Warrenton in 1927. 


Besides her civic duties, Clara wrote many articles on Point Adams, early 
steamboat days and Clatsop pioneers. 


Clara died on October 19, 1938 at the age of 77 in her home in Warrenton, after 
being poor in health for some time. She was buried in the family plot at Ocean 
View Cemetery, having survived her parents and brother. 


Sources: 


Astorian Budget: October 19, 1938. 

History of the Columbia River Valley from the Sea, 1928 by Fred Lockley. 
Centennial History of Oregon. 1811 to 1912: Vol. 2, by Joseph Gaston. 
Charles Moore — reminiscences 

See also Cumtux, Summer 1987, pg. 20. 
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When somebody first suggested to Clara Cynthia Munson that she consider running for 
Mayor of Warrenton back in 1912, a potential victory that would make her the first 
woman mayor west of the Rockies, she took it as she supposed it was meant — as a good 
joke. “Others took the suggestion seriously,” however, recalled Clara in a 1913 interview 
with Fred Lockley of the Oregonian. “A caucus was held and my name and one other 
name were placed in nomination for the office of mayor. My opponent did not prove to 
be much ofa runner. In any event, I got most of the votes. A non-partisan citizen’s 
ticket was put up, headed by myself, for mayor.” 


Clara Cynthia Munson 


Clara beat out her opponent, a Mr. Deidrich, who ran on the ticket that he’d rather be 
mayor himself than see a woman in office, by 16 votes. He received 22 votes, while she 
took the remaining 38. “I believe that if I should run again that a good many of the 22 
who voted against me would vote for me,” Munson told Lockley. Following the mid- 
December election, Clara Munson took office on January 1, 1913, and wasted no time in 
tackling city problems. 


“We have our civic problems,” explained Munson. “For example, we formerly employed 
a city attorney and a policeman. As mayor, backed by the council, I was given a free 
hand, so I disposed of the services of both of these officials. I am now mayor, city 
attorney and chief of police. The money we save by dispensing with the services of a city 
attorney and a police officer, we are putting into improvements — rebuilding the old 
sidewalks and putting in new ones. The mayor of Astoria, Mr. Gray, has been kind 
enough to give me free legal advice whenever we have required it.”” Munson’s 
administration managed to establish a city water system, fill in the muddy Main Street, 
organize a fire department, and study the issue of saloon licensing. “I am old enough to 
give Warrenton an economical and businesslike administration as mayor,” Munson 
declared. 


At the time, Munson reportedly received requests from as far away as New York, Berlin, 
and Japan for her photograph and an interview. She said, “My mail has become 
voluminous...I fully appreciate the honor.” This dedicated and no-nonsense mayor took 
the yearlong post with no pay. 


Despite the fun that Callie had residing over her beloved Warrenton, she declined a 
second term. Clara Munson was not a suffragette as one might have supposed, simply a 
highly practical person, non-emotional, and more interested in behind-the-scenes 
accomplishment than fame and power. In her 1913 interview by Lockley, Clara was 
directly quoted as saying, “A good many of the men who held old fashioned views about 
a woman’s sphere being in the home, and who believed that a woman should be seen and 
not heard didn’t like to see a woman running for mayor.” Yet in the very same article, 
Munson explains, “...I was not very much in favor of woman suffrage. Now that women 
have a vote, however, I believe they should take an active interest in political affairs and 
show they are able to make good use of the ballot.” 
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Twelve years later, a 1923 article in the Oregon journal quoted Munson in this way: 
“When women entered politics, they forfeited some of the respect formerly accorded 
them, so that their influence is now less than they had before.” The article also stated that 
Munson believed women belonged in the home and that nothing a woman can do in 
politics is better than a man can accomplish. Callie echoed her earlier sentiments by 
voicing the opinion that “the hand that rocks the cradle rules the world, but should rule it 
with influence not with votes.” Clearly Munson did not feel the need to tout women’s 
rights; ironically, she did so simply by living the life that she lived and setting a strong 
example of how an unmarried woman could confidently contribute to her community, all 
the while freely voicing her opinions on politics and other questions of the day. Clara’s 
confidence and loyalty to community sprang from strong parents and an unusual 
upbringing. 


Clara’s Father, Joel Wilson Munson 

The people of Warrenton knew the strength and education of Clara Munson, when they 
elected her. Called ‘Callie’ by everyone, Munson was the daughter of Joel Wilson 
“Fiddler Smith” Munson, and Sarah Sophia Kimball. Born in Hebron, New York on 
Christmas day of 1818, Joel Munson traveled to Oregon by boat via the Isthmus of 
Panama in 1853, bringing along his fiddle, and playing music all along the way. His 
fellow travelers nicknamed him “Fiddler Smith,” which stuck. “If strangers asked where 
JW Munson lived, no could tell them, but everybody knew where Fiddler Smith was to 
be found,” said Clara in a 1925 interview. “When it came to being married, my mother 
thought it was time to call a halt and to resume his real name.” Clara called her father “a 
natural musician who enjoyed playing. He was equally as skilled in making violins.” 


Joel Munson found carpentry & cabinetmaking work in Portland and soon after helped 
with construction of the mill at Oak Point. From Oak Point he traveled to Astoria where, 
according to Clara, he built a house for Dr. CJ Trenchard. In 1857 Munson headed to 
Oysterville, Washington to try his hand at the oyster business. It was here that Munson 
settled with his new wife, Sarah Sophia Kimball, 22 years his junior. The couple married 
on St. Patrick’s Day, 1859. It was also in Oysterville, “on the last day of the oyster 
season” that Clara Cynthia Munson was born, on June 15, 1861, the second and youngest 
of two children, her brother Frederick S. having been born a year earlier. Shortly after 
Clara’s birth, her father lost all of his money due to an unlucky freeze during the long- 
coming harvest of oysters he hoped would make him wealthy. The family moved in 1864 
to Astoria, Oregon, where Joel Munson took up carpentry again. In September of 1865, 
Munson became the second keeper of the Cape Disappointment/Cape Hancock (later 
called Canby) lighthouse. After 12 years there, Munson returned to Astoria for three 
years. In 1880 he moved to Point Adams, where he stayed as lighthouse keeper for 
almost 19 years, with Clara as an assistant in the latter years. The station closed shortly 
after Munson left in October 1898. 
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Munson loved to play his music for Square dances, often to raise funds for good deeds. 
His wife, Sarah, recalled years later, “There was an old lifeboat at the lighthouse which 
was badly in need of repairs. My husband wanted the government to fix it up but they 
said that his duty was to keep the light going, that he was not employed in the life saving 
service. He gave a concert at Astoria and with the proceeds was able to get the materials 
to put the lifeboat in good repair.” As a result, Munson saved the lives of 23 people 
during his tenure at the lighthouse. 


“T spent all of my girlhood and young womanhood ina lighthouse,” explained Clara. 
“My father was thrown very much into the society of his own family, and so discussed 
political questions with us when the ordinary man would go down to the corner grocery 
and sit on a cracker barrel or a dry goods box and discuss politics with his cronies. I rode 
and hunted and swam and talked politics with my father almost as if I were a boy.” 


Clara’s Mother, Sarah Sophia Kimball 


While benefiting from her father’s influence, Clara had only to look to her mother’s side 
of the family to know several capable women. Sarah Sophia Kimball, born in LaPorte, 
Indiana March 25, 1841, was the daughter of Nathan Kimball & Harriet Sanborn Kimball 
who crossed the plains by oxcart to Oregon in 1847 and settled at the Whitman Mission. 
Nathan and Harriet lost two children, a sixteen-year-old son and a three-year-old 
daughter, to illness along the way. Two months after their arrival at the mission, where 
the family planned to winter over and send the children to mission school, Nathan met his 
end, along with the other men at the mission. The Indians arrived on November 29 and 
brutally murdered all the men at the mission and one woman, then holding the 17 
remaining as prisoners. Harriet Kimball was held captive with her five children (Susan, 
Nathan, Byron, Sarah — Clara’s mother, who was seven years old at the time - and the 
baby Mina). Years later Nathan Kimball Jr., who was 12 at the time of the attacks, could 
still vividly recall the mutilation of the victims. 


Shortly after the Whitman Massacre, Peter Skene Ogden negotiated a release of the 
women and children. Bachelors and widowers from across the valley came to Oregon 
City to look for wives, women who had survived the massacre. It was here that Harriet 
met and married John Jewett, a widower with eight children. She had hidden money in 
her belt given to her by her husband before his death, and so had some funds with which 
to purchase land. 


“They (Harriet & John Jewett) didn’t think 13 was a lucky number,” recalled Clara, “so 
they had two more. When it came to children it was a case of yours, mine and ours.” 
The couple moved to Clatsop Plains where they took up a donation land claim about 
midway between Warrenton and Seaside. 


Susan, Mina, Nathan (Jr.) & Byron Kimball all settled not far from Clara’s family in 
Clatsop county. Susan, who had been 16 at the time of the massacre, married in 1850, to 
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Augustus C. Wirt, a widower with five young children, and the family built a comfortable 
house three miles south of Warrenton (Skipanon), thought to be the first plastered house 
in Clatsop County. Susan gave birth to five more children, one of whom (Mrs. Olive 
McGuire) owned and operated a hotel at Seaside for many years. The family became 
known for hosting many fine dances and dinner parties as well as running a hotel with 
horses and wagons for hire. 


Mina married Alexander J. Megler, and they ran the Occidental Hotel at Astoria for years 
as well as a salmon cannery. Mina lost all she had in the big Astoria fire of 1922, at 
which time she moved to the Odd Fellows home in Portland. Both Nathan and Byron 
Kimball did well as farmers in Clatsop County. 


Clara knew her mother’s family well. Their story, as Whitman Massacre survivors, Was 
told repeatedly in the family and to local presses and Sarah Munson was often 
interviewed regarding the event. In 1897 when a semi centennial observance of the 
Whitman massacre was held in Walla Walla, Washington, all three Kimball sisters, 
Susan, Sarah and Mina, attended the event together, as well as their brother Byron, some 
of the last survivors still alive at the time. 


Sarah Munson appeared to be a hardy soul. A descriptive Astoria news article from 1873 
describes Mrs. Munson’s handling of a bear on their property. “..She picked up a club 
and started after the bear, pursuing it so closely that the beast dropped its prey.. .This may 
be considered an act of heroism, but the lady was only slightly discomfited, and again 
retired with the consciousness of having accomplished a good night’s work.” Another 
article, a few months later in the same Astoria news talked of a second bear incident 
involving Mrs. Munson. “This lady is worthy of some mark of State approbation. She is 
a true mettle for the wife of a frontiersman, and as such is deservedly prized.” 


Friends, Influences & Education 
Clara’s own willingness in life to jump in and problem solve likely came not only from 
her parents’ influence, but from family friends as well. 


One of Clara’s mother’s best friends growing up on the Clatsop plains, was Bethenia 
Owens (Berthina Angelina), who later became one of the first woman doctors in Oregon 
(Dr. Owens-Adair). In 1860, not long before Clara was born, Bethenia visited her old 
friend Sarah Munson in Oysterville. A marriage at fourteen had ended badly and left 
Owens with a young child to raise alone. It was here that Sarah Munson suggested that 
Mrs. Owens remain with her and go to school, thereby helping to start Owens on the long 
path to becoming fully educated as a doctor. Owens spent the entire winter with the 
Munsons doing laundry for money and studying as she worked. In 1863, Owens returned 
to Oysterville to teach school. Joel Munson, at that time chairman of the school board 
and school examiner, wanted to help Bethenia. Munson gave her an easy exam for her 
teaching diploma, and he then appointed her teacher. 
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In 1864, the Munsons and Owen went back to Oregon, where Joel Munson became 
lighthouse keeper and Owens settled in Astoria to teach and raise her son. Clara grew up 
knowing Owens-Adair quite well, a champion of women’s rights. A 1912 newspaper 
clipping, which claims that Clara’s mother “was the first woman to cast a ballot in the 
state of Oregon at a municipal election in which there was any contest,” also notes that 
Sarah Munson was “accompanied to the polls by Dr. B.A. Owens Adair, a life-long 
advocate of equal suffrage.” This special municipal election was the same one that set 
the mid-December election date for Callie’s upcoming victory. 


Clara’s own education started at the garrison for children of officers at Fort Canby. A 
soldier taught her. In July of 1873, when Clara had just turned 11, an ad appeared in the 
local newspaper: “Wanted: A School Teacher for two children at the house of the 
Principal Light Keeper at Cape Disappointment. Address J.W. Munson.” A few months 
later, Clara’s parents employed a young woman from Portland to fill the post. “She was 
two or three years older than I,” explained Clara. “She lived with us for two years, 
teaching Fred and me in the common school branches. Her name was Luella Clay 
Carson.” This same Luella Clay Carson was to become the first Dean of Women at the 
University of Oregon, President of Mills College in California, and English Professor at 
various midwestern universities. 


“In 1875 Luella and I decided to go to St. Helen’s Hall,” Clara told Lockley. “She 
graduated in three years, while it took me five.” “St. Helen’s Hall” (currently Oregon 
Episcopal School, in Portland) was unlike most other girl’s schools of that time, explains 
Lisa DeGrace, OES Alumni Relations. “It was much more of an academic environment, 
as opposed to a finishing school, which is what most other girls schools were then.” In 
all, Clara had two classmates in her graduating class, Lizzie Myrick, and Frankie 
(Frances) Burnside. She thrived in the environment, lauding her teachers years later in an 
interview. “I studied mathematics under Mrs. Clopton,” (whose daughter Maria was a 
friend of Callie’s, graduating one year before her) recalled Clara. ‘I have never known a 
more lovable and cultured woman. All the girls loved her. Miss Ida Boyd, her sister, 
taught there for a year or two. Another popular and capable teacher...while I was a 
student was Lyda Blackler.” 


Adult Years 


The teachers provided Callie Munson with enough inspiration for her to decide to 
become one herself. She took her first job in 1880 at Wallacut, near Ilwaco, Washington, 
moving after a year to another teaching post at Fort Stevens, where she boarded with her 
grandparents. After leaving Fort Stevens, Munson moved to Astoria where she taught in 
the schools there as well as becoming a music teacher. 


After teaching in Astoria for a few years, Callie went to Point Adams where her father 
had been appointed as lighthouse keeper in 1880. She helped him in that post until he 
retired in 1898. Joel Fiddler Smith Munson died March 22, 1899, age 81 at Skipanon. 
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Clearly very fond of her father, Clara was rarely interviewed without some mention of 
him and a lively story to go with it. 


Callie Munson rounded the corner into a new century, some forty years old, and showing 
increased dedication to her community. She was elected Warrenton school clerk in 1908, 
a position she held for some 30 years until just before her death. Her mayorship, and 
brief political career came in 1913 bringing some fame as well as a slew of marriage 
proposals. “If any girl desires to get married, let her get elected mayor of her home town 
and she will have a large assortment of proposals from which to select,” announced 
Munson in an interview shortly after her installation. “I have not replied to any of these, 
even though a number contained photographs of the writers, and do not intend to, but it is 
lots of fun to read them.” 


Clara loved history. She wrote articles for the local papers and people such as 
historian/writer Fred Lockley sought her out for her detailed memory and knowledge of 
the Clatsop area. She is frequently quoted in a history of Clatsop County published by 
Emma Gene Megler in 1958, 20 years after Clara’s death. She joined the Daughters of 
the American Revolution, as well as the Daughters of Rebekah, for which she served as 
noble grand and state treasurer at one point. She remained highly involved in the St. 
Thomas by the Sea Episcopal church serving as president of the church guild, and took 
on the job of postmistress for Warrenton in 1927. Clara also spent much time with her 
family, caring for her mother, who died in August of 1917, and her brother Frederick as 
he became older. He died in 1932 at the age of 72. 


Callie Munson died October 19, 1938 at her home in Warrenton, following a period of ill 
health. She is buried in her family plot in Ocean View Cemetery. Less than a week after 
her death and the standard obituaries, a tribute to Clara Munson was printed in the 
Oregon Journal from the Astorian-Budget. It read, “...Aside from her pioneer heritage, 
she was a public-spirited citizen of Clatsop county, serving her community in many 
ways, in a life bound closely to the early history of a young district.” Echoing these 
sentiments, her good friend Eathel Abbey Moore wrote about Munson many years later: 
“Her life was arich, full one, and by any standard one would say Callie made a success 
Ohitm 
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